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continuously open to be attacked by enemy aircraft in, case
of war.
A friend of mine once wrote that trains were  to the
Russians what cafes are to  the French: meeting-places,
debating clubs, social centres, where political ideas arc
passionately thrashed out and engagements rashly entered
into.   A foreigner in a Russian dining-car is a very welcome
target for searching questions about conditions abroad and
frank declarations on life at home.   Escape is possible only
if a heated debate starts among the hosts themselves,   That
provides an easy opportunity for unnoticed retreat to one's
own compartment.   But I did not always want to escape.
Rumbling over a steel bridge into Novosibirsk, the new
capital of Western Siberia, we were again busy discussing the
future.   Doctor Shlakhman, who went to take up his post
as chief of the new medical faculty in Irkutsk, pointed to the
town that rises from the banks of the Obi, and said; 'This
is Asia's Chicago.  Junction of the cast-west line of the rail-
way; the cross-road of the north-flowing river; the link
between iron and coal of Kuznetzk, cotton of Turkestan,
wheat of the wide plains around.   You can get off here, and
go by rail to the Pacific or to the Atlantic, or by river to the
Arctic or to the sub-tropics.'
I had Nansen's book with me. I opened to the page at
which he described Novo Nikolaycvsk as it was twenty-
three years ago. Nansen had taken a photograph from the
window at the spot we were passing now. The picture
showed wooden shacks, one-storey houses. The text gave
the population as 79,000.
Dr. Shlakhman looked up his 1935 guide book, and read
out: 'Population 300,000; plants for mining and agricultural
machinery; clothing factories; centre for mechanization
of agriculture; railway repair shops . . .'
£But why are there so many skyscrapers?' I asked. 'There
is plenty of space in the steppe all round the town to build
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